I was intrigued to receive Getting Ahead in Medicine. It is a slim book, 173 pages of text, and I did not think it could possibly be of practical use-especially since it was trying to cover the whole spectrum of personal skills that a doctor may require during metamorphosis from houseman to consultant. My previous experience of 'How to Achieve . . .' books had been one of disappointment as they promised much but turned out to offer little substance or practical advice. Getting Ahead cannot be criticized in this way. It is full of practical information, delivered concisely and clearly. During my medical training, both undergraduate and postgraduate, I had the feeling that other colleagues always knew just how to do things whilst I found out the hard way-for example, attempting a retrospective case-note review without first having designed a data proforma. It is precisely this type of practical information that the book focuses on. It has not previously been readily available and had to be learnt by osmosis or by advice from a more experienced colleague and was therefore very dependent upon an individual's working environment.
The book is arranged in chapters covering topics from 'Getting a job' to 'Talking and lectures' and 'Beginning a consultant job'. The chapters range from practical guides to background information such as 'The structure of healthcare'. At first glance these more general chapters are not particularly appealing, but they are actually very informative. I wonder how many junior doctors understand the structure of the modern health service or the function of the General Medical Council, or have a basic understanding of hospital management? The practical chapters are divided into skill levels 1-4 ranging from topics suitable for student and preregistration housemen to skills acquired as an experienced registrar or consultant. Probably the most useful are those for middle grade doctors, which include practical advice on teaching methods, writing papers, delivering lectures and organizing research. The chapter on 'Quality in medicine', which is another way of describing the audit process, manages to keep the topic light and digestible. It outlines the practical organization of a clinical audit, a task often delegated to a junior member of staff by a senior colleague; the suggestions outlined may well make this task less painful. The chapters I personally found most useful are those on 'Computers and information technology' and 'Visual aids' as they take you by the hand through mazes such as Microsoft's Powerpoint (why cannot software manuals be written in such simple terms?). This interest probably reflects my stage of training. Some of the other chapters I found too basic, such as 'Getting a job' and 'Organising yourself, but they will probably be very helpful for more junior doctors.
In summary, this is a book that addresses many topics important to the balanced development of a modem doctor. I am glad to have read it, and recommend it strongly to all junior doctors-except those who always know these things already. Gillian Mitchell Department of Clinical Oncology, Royal Marsden Hospital, Sutton SN2 5PT, UK
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